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JUDGE  NOT,  THAT  YE  BE  NOT  JUDGED 


In  some  branches  of  the  Christian  church  the  con- 
gregation stands  for  the  reading  of  the  Gospel.  And 
with  good  cause,  for  the  truth  that  Jesus  lived  and 
taught  forms  the  very  heart  of  our  religion . 

Of  all  the  statements  attributed  to  the  man  from 
Nazareth,  few  are  better  known  or  more  widely  quoted 
than  His  statement  in  Matthew  7:1,  "Judge  not,  that  ye 
be  not  judged."  Just  seven  words  in  English,  only 
five  in  Greek  —  but  what  a  role  they  play  in  our  spi- 
ritual formation!  "Judge  not,  that  ye  be  not  judged." 

This  prohibition  is  so  clear  that  a  preacher  might 
well  be  tempted  to  say,  "We  all  know  what  this  means. 
Let ' s  go  home  and  obey  it .   Period . "  Unfortunately 
for  those  who  would  like  me  to  quit  now  at  the  two- 
minute  mark,  Jesus'  exhortation  is  not  that  simple. 


Across  the  centuries  Jesus '  statement  has  been 
misunderstood  and  misapplied.   Two  who  have  had  a  hand 
in  this,  for  altogether  different  reasons,  are  Leo 
Tolstoy  and  Ayn  Rand. 

Let's  take  Tolstoy  first.   I  speak,  of  course,  of 
the  Russian  writer  who  lived  from  1828  to  1910.  Tolstoy 
was  a  social  critic  from  first  to  last.   He  is  best 
known  for  his  epic  War  and  Peace .   In  the  latter  part 
of  his  life  Tolstoy  became  a  seriously  committed  and 
involved  Christian.   He  was  led  to  believe  that  the 
Sermon  on  the  Mount  was  meant  to  be  a  blueprint  for 
the  new  order  that  Jesus  had  established.   Thus,  he 
took  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  literally.   For  example, 
Jesus  said,  "Resist  not  evil."  (Mat.  5:39)   Tolstoy 
took  this  to  mean  that  every  police  department  in  the 
world  should  be  abolished,  and  every  army  mustered  out. 
It  was  his  judgment  that  Jesus'  words  were  to  be  ap- 
plied not  only  to  the  faithful,  but  to  any  and  all  in 
the  world. 


Likewise,  when  he  came  to  Jesus'  statement,  "Do 
not  swear  at  all,  either  by  heaven  for  it  is  the  throne 
of  God,  or  by  the  earth  for  it  is  his  footstool.... 
Let  what  you  say  be  simply  'Yes'  or  'No,'  (Mat.  5:35) 
and  the  words  that  we  consider  today,  "Judge  not,  that 
ye  be  not  judged,"  he  concluded  that  every  courthouse 
in  the  land  should  be  toppled  and  the  judicial  pro- 
cess scuttled. 

Does  it  sound  far-fetched?  Hardly.   Over  the  last 
two  or  three  weeks  a  well-known  figure  in  the  Bible 
Belt  has  been  asking  his  people  to  pick  up  thirty-eight 
stones,  place  them  in  thirty-eight  envelopes,  and  send 
them  to  the  thirty-eight  members  of  the  House  Judiciary 
Committee.   One  of  two  messages  were  to  be  enclosed; 
"Let  him  that  is  without  sin  among  you  cast  the  first 
stone,"  or  "Judge  not,  that  ye  be  not  judged." 

What  is  at  issue  here  is  the  relationship  between 
Jesus'  teaching  and  corporate  justice.   Our  Lord  never 
intended  His  words  to  serve  as  a  replacement  for  law. 
Grace  and  "due  process"  are  not  antithetical.   They 
simply  belong  to  different  realms.   The  Sermon  on  the 
Mount  concentrates  on  inter-personal  relationships  and 
has  relevance  only  for  those  who  profess  allegiance  to 
the  kingdom.   There  is  no  hint  that  the  wisdom  of  Jesus 
is  to  be  enjoined  upon  a  largely  unbelieving  world. 

Jesus  presumed  the  existence  of  law  in  his  day. 
Why  do  we  like  to  believe  that  Jesus  showed  up  in  the 
world  without  a  history?   He  came  to  a  particular  peo- 
ple at  a  particular  time.   He  presumed  the  existence 
of  law  —  Roman  and  Jewish  law,  Civil  and  Ecclesiasti- 
cal.  A  man  came  up  to  him  one  day,  you  will  remember, 
and  said,  "Lord  speak  to  my  brother  that  he  divide  the 
inheritance  with  me."  (Lk.  12:13)   Jesus  did  not  say 
that  this  man's  concern  was  inconsequential.  He  asked 
in  reply,  "Who  am  I  to  be  a  judge  among  you?"  (Mk.  12: 
14)   Jesus  presumed  the  existence  of  a  judicial  pro- 
cess through  which  this  man  could  be  satisfied.   His 
role  was  not  to  administer  justice,  but  to  establish 
the  kingdom  of  God. 
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Likewise  in  that  story  (footnoted  in  the  Revised 
Standard  Version)  of  Jesus  and  the  woman  taken  in  adul- 
tery, Jesus  knew  full  well  that  the  law  covered  what 
the  woman  had  done.   It  was  not  his  desire  to  bypass 
law.  However,  he  was  aroused  by  the  inhumanity  of  her 
accusers  who  were  shaming  and  exploiting  her  in  public 
and  bypassing  established  procedure.   Eventually  he 
faced  the  woman  and  said,  "Where  now  are  thine  accusers?" 

(John  8:10) 

It  is  exceedingly  dangerous  for  us  to  confuse  jus- 
tice and  love.  How  we  miss  Reinhold  Niebuhr  in  the  land! 
John  Gunther  once  said  that  interviewing  Rheinhold 
Niebuhr  was  like  throwing  paper  airplanes  into  an  elec- 
tric fan!   What  was  the  central  burden  of  Niebuhr' s 
message?   It  was  a  message  of  realism  in  which  he  warned 
against  the  presumptions  of  piety,  the  tendency  towards 
self-righteousness  among  the  people  of  God.   Religious 
men  and  women  have  a  way  of  enlisting  God  on  their  side 
against  all  whom  they  judge  to  be  their  enemies. 

It  has  been  well  said  that  the  biggest  discovery 
that  one  can  make  is  the  discovery  that  he  is  not  God. 
Let  us  build  on  that  —  God  is  not  me!   God  is  not 
American!   God  is  not  Christian!   There  is  no  way  in 
which  we  can  use  our  piety  and  devotion  to  invoke  the 
name  of  God  in  the  exercise  of  judgment  on  other  people. 
To  confuse  the  lines  of  justice  and  piety  is  to  indulge 
in  a  soft-headedness  that  is  unworthy  of  our  faith. 

There  is  a  bit  of  doggerel  that  I  have  been  unable 
to  trace  to  its  source.   We've  all  said  it  in  one  form 
or  another: 

"There  's  so  much  good  in  the  worst  of  us, 
And  so  much  bad  in  the  best  of  us, 
That  it  hardly  becomes  any  of  us, 
To  talk  about  the  rest  of  us." 
In  its  place  this  is  true,  but  it  is  singularly  inap- 
propriate to  turn  to  a  jury  or  to  a  committee  of  the 
House  or  Senate  and  suggest  that  the  wisdom  of  that  In- 
sight has  relevance  for  the  judicial  process.  Of  course 
we  have  imperfect  judges,  imperfect  juries,  and  imper- 
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feet  statutes!   I  never  thought  otherwise.   Did  you? 
I've  always  known  that  we  live  this  side  of  Eden.   I 
have  not  been  under  any  illusion  of  perfection.   It  is 
noteworthy  that  chronologically  the  law  was  given  in 
the  Bible  after  the  fall  of  man,  and  after  his  banish- 
ment from  the  garden.   Why?   In  order  to  make  history 
possible  and  prevent  a  relapse  into  chaos .   Judicial 
process  is  the  last  thing  we  have  between  ourselves  and 
utter  anarchy  . 

This  is  another  way  of  saying  that  retributive 
justice  has  a  right  to  be  satisfied  —  not  only  in 
cases  of  high  crimes  and  misdemeanors  by  those  in  pub- 
lic office  but  also  in  cases  of  robbery  and  rape  and 
whatever  else  we  humans  perpetrate  on  one  another. 

Where  retributive  justice  is  denied  in  any  state 
the  temptation  is  strong  for  people  to  take  the  law 
into  their  own  hands.   Passionate  vengeance  displaces 
"due  process."   It  is  alike  unfair  to  Jesus  and  to  jus- 
tice to  suggest  that  "Judge  not,  that  ye  be  not  judged" 
was  intended  to  replace  the  rule  of  law. 


Now  for  Ayn  Rand  our  contemporary .   Some  of  you 
will  know  her  as  the  author  of  Atlas  Shrugged,  and  The 
Fountainhead.   She  is  one  of  the  founders  of  the  phi- 
losophy of  objectivism  which  can  best  be  described  as 
a  philosophy  of  enlightened  self-interest.   The  thrust 
of  her  thought  is  captured  in  the  title  of  another  of 
her  books,  The  Virtue  of  Selfishness. 

This  is  no  place  to  enter  into  a  detailed  critique 
of  Ayn  Rand's  position  except  to  say  that,  among  other 
deficiencies,  I  find  her  given  over  to  an  excessive 
confidence  in  the  rational  faculty  of  the  race.   Man's 
fallenness  extends  to  his  mind  as  well  as  to  his  will 
and  emotions. 

However  that  may  be,  in  the  course  of  her  writings 
Ayn  Rand  attacks  today's  text  in  this  manner:   "It  is 
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their  fear  of  this  responsibility  (the  responsibility 
to  make  decisions)  that  prompts  most  people  to  adopt 
an  attitude  of  indiscriminate  moral  neutrality.   It  is 
the  fear  best  expressed  in  the  precept:  'Judge  not, 
that  ye  be  not  judged.'   But  that  precept,  in  fact,  is 
an  abdication  of  moral  responsibility:  it  is  a  moral 
blank  check  one  gives  to  others  in  exchange  for  a  moral 
blank  check  one  expects  for  oneself.   There  is  no  es- 
cape from  the  fact  that  men  have  to  make  choices ;  so 
long  as  men  have  to  make  choices  there  is  no  escape 
from  moral  values ;  so  long  as  moral  values  are  at  stake , 
no  moral  neutrality  is  possible.   The  moral  principle 
to  adopt,"  she  concludes,  is  "Judge,  and  be  prepared  to 
be  judged."  1_ 

In  the  main  I  agree  with  Ayn  Rand  at  this  point 
and  would  hasten  to  say  that  Jesus  never  intended  his 
words  to  be  applied  as  she  has  assumed.   I  know  of  no 
place  in  the  gospels  where  Jesus  ever  asked  his  follow- 
ers to  suspend  all  moral,  esthetic,  or  religious  judg- 
ments!  I  do  not  get  the  impression  that  he  wanted  his 
people  to  be  a  company  of  pious  cyphers  floating  about 
in  history.   Rather  I  hear  him  calling  us  to  be  "wise 
as  serpents  and  harmless  as  doves."  (Mat.  10:16). 

In  one  instance  Jesus  reprimanded  the  Pharisees 
for  their  failure  to  judge.   "Therefore,  "  he  said, 
"I  send  you  prophets  and  wisemen  and  scribes,  some  of 
whom  you  will  kill  and  crucify,  and  some  you  will 
scourge  in  your  synagogues  and  persecute  from  town  to 
town."  (Mat  23:33)   Religious  leaders  were  supposed  to 
be  perceptive.   When  St.  Paul  got  around  to  fashioning 
his  humanism  in  the  letter  to  the  Philippians ,  he  gave 
us  the  well-known  counsel,  "Whatever  is  true,  whatever 
is  honorable,  whatever  is  just,  whatever  is  pure,  what- 
ever is  lovely,  whatever  is  gracious,  if  there  is  any 
excellence,  if  there  is  anything  worthy  of  praise, 
think  about  these  things."  (Phil.  4:8)   One  cannot 
think  about  such  things  and  measure  such  things  with- 
out making  valuative  judgments.  Jesus  did  not  wish  us 
to  be  an  enclave  of  dedicated  clods . 
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There  is  such  a  thing  as  good  poetry  and  bad  poet- 
ry.  And,  I  might  add,  Christians  are  capable  of  both. 
There  is  such  a  thing  as  good  architecture  and  bad 
architecture,  good  government  and  bad  government,  good 
monetary  policy  and  bad  monetary  policy.   Yes,  and  good 

religion  and  bad  religion however  heretical  that  may 

sound. 

William  Frankena  of  the  University  of  Michigan, 
one  of  the  most  respected  ethicists  in  the  western 
world,  claims  that  "the  two  besetting  sins  in  our  pre- 
vailing habits  of  ethical  thinking  are  our  ready  ac- 
quiescence in  unclarity  and  our  complacence  in  igno- 
rance —  the  very  sins  that  Socrates  died  combatting 
over  two  thousand  years  ago."  2_ 

There  is  such  a  thing  as  good  religion  and  bad  re- 
ligion.  We  live  in  a  time  when  ecumenism  has  gone  be- 
serk.   Many  have  been  made  to  feel  that  they  must  em- 
balm their  critical  faculties  and  smile  as  though  all 
convictions  issued  in  the  same  end. 

I  talked  with  a  chap  the  other  day  who  said  in  his 
own  defense.  "I  believe  in  every  religion."   To  so  be- 
lieve is  to  believe  in  no  religion  at  all.   I'm  sorry 
friends,  but  I'm  not  quite  ready  to  equate  Jesus  with 
a  chubby-handed,  sixteen  year  old  self-ordained  guru 
who  rides  around  in  chauffeur  driven  Rolls-Royce  cars! 
I'm  sorry,  but  I  cannot  put  on  a  par  with  the  Judeo- 
Christian  faith  any  view  of  life  that  regards  the  world 
God  loves  as  an  illusion!   I'm  sorry,  but  I  cannot  aban- 
don the  "germ  theory"  of  disease  on  which  modern  medi- 
cine is  founded  in  order  to  reach  an  accommodation  with 
Mary  Baker  Eddy!   I'm  sorry,  but  I  cannot  define  sal- 
vation as  a  reabsorption  into  nature  thus  abandoning 
the  significance  of  history  and  siding  with  the  priests 
of  Baal! 

I  do  not  believe  that  Jesus  ever  intended  that  we 
forego  thought  and  drift  through  life  without  opinions. 
The  important  thing,  of  course,  is  to  judge  objective- 
ly; to  judge  systems  of  truth  and  not  the  people  who 
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hold  them,  to  judge  ideas  and  ideologies  bringing  them 
before  the  mind  of  Christ. 

We  read  in  Genesis  that  when  God  made  the  world 
he  looked  upon  what  he  had  made  and  pronounced  it  good. 
God  has  given  us  the  faculty  for  making  valuations  too, 
a  faculty  that  he  expects  us  to  use .   "Judge  not ,  that 
ye  be  not  judged." 


If  Jesus !  words  were  not  meant  to  replace  the  for- 
mal judicial  process  or  to  denounce  value  judgments, 
what  was  their  intent?  Jesus  *  words  were  aimed  at  get- 
ting his  disciples  out  of  that  all-too-human  habit  of 
a  censorious  and  judgmental  spirit .   His  statement  is 
sharply  and  uncomfortably  personal. 

Let  no  one  write  this  off  as  "petty  ethics"  for 
the  kind  of  carping,  censorious,  judgmental  spirit  that 
Jesus  has  in  mind  is  one  of  those  "little  foxes  that 
can  spoil  the  vine."   I've  seen  it  happen  in  churches, 
in  families,  in  offices.  I've  seen  it  happen  in  academia 
where  departmental  jealousy  is  often  rife.   Jesus  op- 
posed the  way  in  which  we  humans  inflict  slow  death  on 
others  by  unremitting  criticism.   Parents  can  do  it  to 
a  child.   Employers  can  do  it  to  a  workman.  Teachers 
can  do  it  to  their  pupils.  Yes,  ministers  can  do  it  to 
their  congregations.   A  wife  can  do  it  to  her  husband. 
A  husband  can  do  it  to  his  wife.  "Judge  not,  that  ye 
be  not  judged." 

Perhaps  Jesus  said  it  because  it  is  bad  psychology 
to  judge.   People  tend  to  rise  or  sink  to  the  level  of 
the  expectations  of  those  who  matter  most  to  them.   I 
enjoyed  reading  awhile  ago  the  story,  My  Six  Convicts . 
The  narrative  relates  an  actual  experience  in  which  a 
psychologist  was  allowed  entrance  into  a  prison  to  make 
a  study.   Six  trusted  convicts  were  assigned  to  work 
with  him.   He  busily  prepared  his  notes  and  cards  and 
at  the  end  of  the  day  decided  for  their  safe  keeping 
to  put  them  in  a  locked  file.  When  he  got  back  next 
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morning  the  file  had  been  broken  into  and  his  notes 
scattered.   He  tried  again  the  next  night,  putting  his 
notes  and  cards  into  a  locked  drawer  in  his  desk.  The 
next  morning  the  lock  was  sprung,  the  drawer  was  open 
and  the  notes  were  scattered.  Finally  he  got  the  mes- 
sage.  He  brought  with  him  the  next  day  a  plain  card- 
board shoe  box  with  an  unlocked,  loose-fitting  cover 
and  placed  his  notes  inside.   Next  morning  the  box  was 
untouched.   People  have  a  way  of  rising  to  the  level 
of  our  expectations. 

Perhaps  he  said  it  because  it  is  such  bad  strategy. 
The  tactic  behind  criticism  is  to  keep  the  other  person 
on  the  spot.  The  best  defense  is  a  good  offense.   When 
troubled  people  visit  a  counsellor  they  often  talk 
about  somebody  else's  problem  in  the  family. 

In  truth,  however,  we  are  judged  by  our  own  judg- 
ments.  Nothing  was  ever  truer  than  that  bit  of  side- 
walk wisdom,  "It  takes  one  to  know  one."  The  very  ac- 
cusations that  we  make  boomerang  and  become  an  accusa- 
tion against  us. 

Most  critical  of  all,  the  judgmental  spirit  is  bad 
religion.  This  is  why  we  have  racism.   Some  people  never 
feel  tall  enough  unless  they  have  others  beneath  them! 
Even  so,  there  are  some  who  are  never  sure  of  their 
standing  with  God  unless  others  are  worse  than  they. 
Flattering  comparisons  take  the  place  of  faith.   I  al- 
ways know  I'm  off  my  game  when  I  drift  into  a  period 
of  prolonged  criticism  of  others.   When  I  lose  touch 
with  the  grace  of  God  I  find  it  necessary  to  cut  others 
down,  whether  in  the  family  or  in  the  church  or  in  the 
company  of  my  peers  in  the  ministry.   This  is  bad  reli- 
gion because  it  denies  the  adequacy  of  grace  and  banks 
instead  on  being  "as  good  as"  or  "better  than"  others  - 
a  very  slippery  business. 

"Judge  not,  that  ye  be  not  judged."  People  burden- 
ed with  a  sense  of  fault  and  failure  deserve  something 
better  from  us  than  judgment.   There  is  enough  misery 
there  already.   What  is  wanting  is  hope  and  confidence 
and  forward-looking  expectations. 


The  judgmental  spirit  is  wrong  because  another 
spirit  is  right  «--  the  spirit  of  acceptance  and  encour- 
agement and  patience  and  concern ,  the  spirit  of  love . 
I'm  happy  that  so  many  of  us  in  Riverside  are  coming 
to  understand  the  church  as  the  "extended  family . " 
That ' s  what  we  are ,  an  extended  family ,  not  an  extended 
jury.   The  censorious  church  has  grossly  misrepresented 
the  gospel  across  the  years.   We've  got  to  "believe  up." 
Love  is  never  glad  when  others  go  wrong.   On  that  day 
alluded  to  earlier,  the  only  one  who  could  have  thrown 
a  stone  did  not! 

I  submit  to  you  that  two  of  the  most  dramatic 
words  in  our  Christian  literature  are  the  words  "brother 
Saul."   Saul  of  Tarsus  was  the  enemy  of  the  church  who 
went  about  breathing  out  threatenings  and  slaughter. 
Even  as  he  sought  to  destroy  the  infant  church  we  read 
that,  "There  was  a  disciple  at  Damascus  called  Ananias. 
And  the  Lord  said  to  him  in  a  vision,  'Ananias.'   And 
he  said,  'Here  I  am,  Lord.'   And  the  Lord  said  to  him, 
'Rise  and  go  to  the  street  called  Straight.  And  inquire 
in  the  house  of  Judas  for  a  man  of  Tarsus  named  Saul, 
for  behold  he  is  praying.'"  Ananias  responded,  as  we 
would  have  done,  with  great  trembling.   He  knew  that 
Saul  was  capable  of  much  evil,  that,  indeed,  he  had  in 
his  possession  writs  of  arrest  for  believers.   But  the 
voice  prevailed  and  said,  "I  have  need  of  him."  So 
Ananias  departed  as  ordered  and  entered  the  house  and 
"laying  his  hands  upon  him  he  said,  'brother  Saul.'" 
(Acts  9:10-17) 

A  welcoming,  supportive,  receiving.;  re-inforcing 
fellowship  was  what  Jesus  envisioned.   "Judge  not,  that 
ye  be  not  judged."   Only  the  merciful  can  obtain  mercy. 
To  experience  grace  is  to  let  others  experience  grace 
through  you. 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Lordj    help  us   to  get  the  word  "love" 

out  of  the  Bible > 

off  our  bumper  stickers  and  posters 3 
and  into  the  daily  relationships  that 

form  the  stuff  of  our  existence. 

Help  us  to  resolve   to  deal  with  others, 
as  in  Thy  grace  and  mercy  Thou  hast 
dealt  with  us. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.     Amen, 
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Prentice-Hall,  Inc.,  Englewood  Cliffs, 
New  Jersey,  1963 
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